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From Computer to Commuter: Considerations for the Use of
Social Networking Sites for Participant Recruitment
Lily Hirsch, Kirrilly Thompson, and Danielle Every
Central Queensland University, North Rockhampton, Queensland, Australia
The rise in use and changing nature of the Internet has led to an increase in
the number of people using discussion forums and social networking sites for
the purpose of online social interaction, sharing experiences, and learning.
Whilst researchers have begun to capitalize on the increasing pool of online
participants for research online, very few studies have examined the benefits
of online participant recruitment for offline data collection. Through the
format of a ‘back stage’ essay, this paper follows the research process of
participant recruitment using a social networking site to arrange offline
interviews with local rail users in Mumbai and Chennai, India. This paper
contributes to the literature about the methodological issues associated with
ensuring authenticity of online-recruited research participants. It also builds
on the existing literature about incorporating researcher safety into the
method. Keywords: Researcher Safety, Rail Passengers, Online Recruitment,
Trust, Authenticity, India, Interviews
Introduction
This paper draws from a larger mixed methods study of the experience of rail
passengers in crowded conditions in Mumbai and Chennai, India. This paper’s aims are
confined to the specifics of using a social networking site to recruit participants for face-toface interviews. The website was the social networking and hospitality site, couchsurfing.org,
which will be described in more detail later. To ensure a representational sample of passenger
perceptions, the study sampled frequent rail users from a range of socioeconomic
backgrounds and geographic locations within each city. Whilst some participants were
recruited through a private recruitment company and some through the snowball sampling
recruitment strategy (where participants recommend their contacts with the desired
characteristic for participation; Sadler, Lee, Lim, & Fullerton, 2010), the primary method of
participant recruitment (52 of 82 participants) was through couchsurfing.org.
There is a dearth of literature about methodological aspects of online recruitment for
offline data collection and this paper helps to fill that gap. This paper will review Internet use
in India and will examine previous research on the use of social networking sites for research
purposes. Following this, a background to couchsurfing.org, the site used for recruitment will
be given. Finally, a discussion surrounding the benefits and limitations for this method of
recruitment will occur.
The rise of Internet use in India
India’s Internet use is dramatically increasing (Goel, Subramanyam, & Kamath, 2013;
Miniwatts Marketing Group, 2013) and the scope for research in India on social networking
sites has become apparent. Social networking sites in India are recorded as high use and high
impact websites (Vaidyanathan, 3-1-2012) indeed in 2011, India ranked seventh worldwide
for users of these sites (Ahmad, 2011). One social networking website with a steadily
growing membership within India is couchsurfing.org. In 2012, the Indian membership of the
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website stood at 55,000 members (Prabhakar, 6-5-2012) whilst the 2013 worldwide
membership was 6 million (CouchSurfing, 2013).
Considerations when using social networking sites for recruitment
For researchers using face-to-face methods, the recruitment of participants through
traditional methods such as newspaper advertisements or postal requests (Wood, Griffiths, &
Eatough, 2004) can be a challenge. The increase in Internet users and the rise in online social
organization, such as social networking sites and discussion forums have opened a potential
cache of participants in an extensive range of research fields (Hamilton & Bowers, 2006;
Ramo, Hall, & Prochaska, 2010; Rosen & Lafontaine, 2011). This provides scope for
research online, or to recruit participants online for offline research.
The benefits and drawbacks of recruiting participants through online communities
have been discussed over a range of topics including: the responses of video gamers to new
games (Wood et al., 2004); perceptions of trust in hospitality websites (Lauterbach, Truong,
Shah, Adamic, & Arbor, 2009; Rosen & Lafontaine, 2011; Tan, 2010); perceptions of
personal and sexual safety in online dating websites (Bateson, Weisberg, McCaffery, &
Luscombe, 2012; Couch & Liamputtong, 2008); and the outlook of people towards their
disease and health outcomes (Hamilton & Bowers, 2006; Levine et al., 2011; Mendelson,
2007; Temple & Brown, 2011). Interestingly, all of these studies, bar Tan (2010), have
recruited and studied their participants through online methods with no offline research
occurring. This omission is notable due to the number of benefits that online recruitment for
offline research offers, which will be discussed below.
Whilst the Internet can be a valuable resource for researchers to access participants
for qualitative research, a number of guidelines and protocols exist (Mendelson, 2007; Wood
et al., 2004) to enable the researcher to gain participant trust and negate exploitation
(Moloney, Dietrich, Strickland, & Myerburg, 2003). For research quality, it is important to
understand the computer literacy rate of target participants (Moloney et al., 2003; Ramo et
al., 2010), to engage lurkers (Mendelson, 2007) and to ensure the authenticity of participants
(Wood et al., 2004), as this can have implications on the researcher’s safety and the research
outcomes. These challenges are elaborated on below.
i.

Computer literacy
A potential bias of online participant recruitment is the demographic of reachable
participants (Moloney et al., 2003; Ramo et al., 2010). Moloney et al. (2003) argue that
the study sample may be predisposed towards professional people and those from
households with higher incomes. In addition, individuals accessing social networking
sites tend to be younger adults (Ramo et al., 2010), indeed the average age for users of
couchsurfing.org (which was used in the study) is 28 years (CouchSurfing, 2012). If older
people or those from a lower socioeconomic background are required for a study,
accessing a representative sample through online recruitment may be challenging unless a
specific site used by that demographic is located. These issues have been addressed in the
literature for online surveys through two main techniques. The first acknowledges that the
complete population is not included in that study and results are reported within “an
artificially bounded sampling frame” (Andrews, Nonnecke, & Preece, 2003, p. 191; Yun
& Trumbo, 2000). The second includes oversampling adjustment calculations (Kehoe &
Pitkow, 1996; Smith, 1997). By using these methods, online studies can negate the effect
of participant population bias.
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Authenticity of the research participant
The performative nature of some social networking sites such as Flickr (Elliott,
2013), World of Warcraft (Albrechtslund, 2011), and some marriage and dating websites
(Pujazon-Zazik, Manasse, & Orrell-Valente, 2012; Sahib, Koning, & van Witteloostuijn,
2006) can create issues for researchers using online recruitment as many individuals on
these forums create fictitious identities which do not emulate their offline persona and
which may impact on the validity of the results (Kang, Brown, & Kiesler, 2013; Wood et
al., 2004). Mendelson (2007) suggests the researcher only access forums or websites that
“do not encourage identity play” so as to avoid misrepresentation which can be a “threat
to the true value of the findings” (p. 321). For this study, the issue of authenticity was of
concern, so a website that encouraged trust and honesty and the use of real names was
chosen. User authenticity and trust within couchsurfing.org is discussed below.

iii.

Trust

Whilst some online discussion groups are open to the public, others are only
accessible to members through a login system or through approval of the group
moderator. Researchers intending on joining a group with the goal of recruiting
participants need to be aware of the group’s sensitivities. Ensuring research transparency,
explaining the study to the moderator (Mendelson, 2007) and providing members with
“sufficient information about the study ... and the methods to protect privacy”
(Mendelson, 2007, p. 322) is vital. The provision of such information to group members
encourages trust towards the researcher.
iv.

Engaging lurkers

According to Mendelson (2007), the number of people who post regularly on
online forums represents a small percentage of the group’s membership. Members who
do not post on the discussion forums are known as lurkers (Mendelson, 2007, p. 320).
These vocally inactive but silently active members are important to engage as they may
be potential research participants. To discourage self-selection bias of frequent posters
(Wood et al., 2004), lurkers may be accessed by encouraging group members to respond
to research questions privately rather than on the public forum. This approach was used in
a number of instances in the reported study to achieve a representative sample of the less
active group members, such as women and people aged over 35, whilst ensuring their
privacy from the group forum.
v.

Researcher safety

Although there is comprehensive literature on researcher safety in field research
(Belousov et al., 2007; Palmer & Thompson, 2010; Paterson, Gregory, & Thorne, 1999),
there is little information about safety issues associated with online recruitment for offline
research. This may be due to the relative newness of online recruitment and to the
anonymity that the Internet provides in the format of pseudo-names and fictitious
identities, which make such recruitment problematic and may dissuade some researchers.
Not only can these factors impact on the “quality” of results (Wood et al., 2004) but,
when meeting in an offline setting, the lack of honesty in an online profile may threaten
the safety of the researcher as the true identity and actions of the participant may differ
significantly from their online self-portrayal.
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In any situation where a researcher meets a participant in a face-to-face setting
there exists a risk for the researcher’s safety to be compromised (Sturges & Hanrahan,
2004). Researchers need to be aware of the potential risks and combat these by devising
study-specific safety protocols (Belousov et al., 2007; Gurney, 1985; Palmer &
Thompson, 2010; Paterson et al., 1999).
For this study the risks to me surrounded my gender, the location of the interviews
and my choice of clothing. To mitigate these I devised a safety protocol focusing on the
interview location and my attire. Interviews were held in public places and I ensured that
colleagues knew where I would be on any particular day, giving them this information in
a sealed envelope. Whilst this may be seen as presenting an ethical conflict for the
anonymity of my research participants, I asked that my contacts only read the contents of
the envelope if I had not returned by a previously specified time and if they could not
contact me on my mobile phone. In terms of clothing, I wore a salwar kameez, which is a
modest and commonly worn traditional Indian attire for women and which allowed me to
visually integrate with my surrounds.
Background to couchsurfing.org
Launched in 2003, couchsurfing.org is a social networking site that falls under the
banner of a hospitality exchange network (Tan, 2010). Members of the website (called
couchsurfers) use online social networking to find and provide accommodation and travelrelated information. It is a not-for-profit organization that, as of October 2013, had 6 million
members (CouchSurfing, 2013) with an average age of 28 years and 47% of users identify as
female (CouchSurfing, 2012). Couchsurfing.org aims to connect members with strangers,
rather than with their pre-existing friends (Rosen & Lafontaine, 2011, p. 982). The website
encourages members to exchange information, advice, and to meet fellow travelers, or locals
and provides the facility for members to stay in each other’s homes without monetary
exchange. It relies on “reciprocity and trust” (Heesakkers, 2008; Lauterbach et al., 2009, p.
352) between members so they can accept the risk of staying with, hosting, or meeting a
stranger (Adamic, Lauterbach, Teng, & Ackerman, 2011; Tan, 2010).
The couchsurfing.org website uses member Profiles, References, Vouching and
Verification to establish and build trust between members. Each member has a Profile page
where they may add photographs; include a personal portrayal and a description of their
couch, if they have one to offer. As with other social networking sites, couchsurfers can “add
friends” and this list is displayed on their Profile page. After contact with another member,
positive or negative References may be left as feedback. References appear on a
couchsurfer’s Profile and are available for other members to see, acting as a testimonial.
References are used by people wishing to make a connection to judge a person’s honesty and
personality (Heesakkers, 2008). The Reference system motivates members to be honest in
their offline exchange as a bad reputation will avert other members from future interactions
with that person (Lauterbach et al., 2009, p. 346). To further build trust, and to help people
seek trustworthy members, there is a system called “Vouching.” Unlike References, a Vouch
cannot be removed, so it is encouraged to be given vigilantly. A couchsurfer may not vouch
for others until they already have three Vouches of their own and these are displayed on their
Profile. Finally, members may pay couchsurfing.org USD $23 for the system to verify their
geographical location. Once Verified, a Verification icon appears on that member’s Profile.
These four mechanisms of Profile building, References, Vouching and Verification help
construct and maintain trust between couchsurfers (Lauterbach et al., 2009; Rosen &
Lafontaine, 2011; Tan, 2010). Trust is an integral feature within the community with the
Profile page acting as a curriculum vitae (Tan, 2010), allowing people to safely make contact
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with strangers (Feng, Lazar, & Preece, 2004, p. 987). Like other social networking sites and
forums, couchsurfing.org uses threaded discussion boards within groups to encourage open
and efficient communication.
Whilst social networking sites such as Facebook encourage offline social gatherings
with friends (Grieve, Indian, Witteveen, Tolan, & Marrington, 2013), a difference seen in
couchsurfing.org, (and also evident in dating websites; Bateson et al., 2012; Couch &
Liamputtong, 2008) is the hybrid online/offline nature encouraging the face-to-face meeting
of strangers (Rosen & Lafontaine, 2011; Tan, 2010). The benefits of this “geographical and
virtual” (Rosen & Lafontaine, 2011, p. 982) contact between two environments is described
by Tan (2010),
… actors negotiate trust through online profiles and then renegotiate it through
face-to-face encounters, and after the encounter they are able to leave
references in the online world, thus reinforcing trust in the community. (p.
379)
An online connection between members generates a basic level of trust, however
meeting face-to-face intensifies the “sense of belonging” and “connectedness” (Rosen &
Lafontaine, 2011). This trust and honesty between members makes couchsurfing.org an ideal
recruitment platform as members are more likely to portray themselves in an accurate and
authentic way than other social networking sites where more lenient validation protocols are
in place. Whilst this is the case, exceptions to that rule exist and these will be discussed later.
Recruiting successfully through a social networking site
This section will discuss my methodological process of recruitment through
couchsurfing.org as a successful strategy of online recruitment for offline research.
To achieve the aims of the study and to ensure that a comprehensive representative
sample of society was included in the research (Hamilton & Bowers, 2006), I needed to talk
to rail commuters from different socioeconomic backgrounds. In total, 82 participants were
recruited through three strategies. Ten participants were recruited through snowballing with
eight from a higher socioeconomic background and two from a lower socioeconomic
background. To access participants specifically from a higher socioeconomic background,
couchsurfing.org was used (n=52). For people from a lower socioeconomic background a
moderator and translator was engaged. Owing to typically poor access to the Internet
(Haseloff, 2005), lower education levels and fewer English speakers pertaining to people of a
lower socioeconomic level (Brownlow & O'Dell, 2010; Hamilton & Bowers, 2006) the
likelihood of recruiting that demographic though couchsurfing.org was improbable. Those
interviews were capped at 20 participants due to cost restrictions.
Whilst traditional advocates of qualitative research recruitment may be in opposition
to such a varied, non-homogeneous recruitment method, I argue that without a range of
recruitment strategies I would have been unlikely to recruit enough lower socioeconomic
participants, causing significant bias in my data set. This was also discussed by McLean and
Campbell (2003) when researching multi-ethnic communities in England. For reasons
discussed below, I found that the method stood as a valuable recruitment tool, especially for
research being conducted in a foreign country.
Before the commencement of the research, I had an established Profile on
couchsurfing.org which had been active since 2007. I was conscious that the entrance of
researchers into an online community can be viewed as an “intrusion” (Mendelson, 2007, p.
318). Nevertheless, I was confident that my Profile would be well received in India’s
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couchsurfing community because I had over 50 positive References with no negative or
neutral References. I presented as a legitimate member of the community, rather than
someone joining couchsurfing.org simply to conduct research. This approach is in keeping
with Lenert and Skoczen’s recommendation that researchers intending on recruiting
participants online “should familiarize themselves with the culture and etiquette of the group
prior to posting messages” (2002, p. 252).
Recruitment through couchsurfing.org consisted of five strategies to gather a cross
section of participants (Ramo et al., 2010). These were: group posting; attendance at group
events; members contacting me; direct emails from me to members; and snowballing.
Upon arrival in India, I updated my Profile to include information about the study and
to indicate that I was searching for interview participants. Following this, I joined the most
active groups in each city. In Mumbai, these were: “Mumbai” with 4753 members in January
2012 and “Mumbai meetings and happenings” with 1693 members. In Chennai I joined
“Chennai” with 1274 members. I used the groups to identify social events occurring in each
city and attended many of these to ensure recognition as someone using the website for social
purposes, not just for research. I also posted messages on the group pages introducing myself,
explaining my research and asking people to contact me if they were interested in
participating in an interview. As compensation I offered a meal at the public location where
we met. By joining the groups, I was able to create both an online and offline presence in the
local couchsurfing.org community which helped me to build a trustworthy reputation and
dissipated suspicion of my image as a researcher (Spradley & McCurdy, 1972).
Whilst the trust and genuineness between members makes couchsurfing.org an ideal
recruitment platform for participants, exceptions to that rule exist. On ten occasions, I
received emails from members in both cities (all male) that I perceived as “sleazy,”
containing unsolicited sexual content. These overtures allowed me to reflect on a survey
about couchsurfing.org where women had concerns about unwanted sexual attention (Adamic
et al., 2011). In terms of male advances towards female researchers, the experience of Gurney
(1985) researching in a male-dominated environment and experiencing sexual harassment
stood out, as did Baum’s comments that “most published research presents a sanitized view
of the research process...” (1998, p. 112).
On the group forum, I found that responses were skewed towards younger males from
Mumbai. To counter this, I referred to my predetermined quota of participant attributes
(Arcury & Quandt, 1999), including age, gender and residential location in each city and
noted which characteristics required more participants, identifying that I was lacking
interviews from females and people above 35 years of age. I elected to directly contact
members who fitted these specifications through Private Message. Messaging members
directly has been demonstrated to be effective both from personal experience when “surfing”
and in the literature (Rosen & Lafontaine, 2011). Interviews with these people, found that the
majority were lurkers who rarely read the discussion forums, preferring contact through
Private Message. A total of twelve participants, primarily females and aged above 35 were
recruited through Private Message.
A successful method of recruitment through couchsurfing.org across both gender and
city categories was snowballing. At the end of each interview, I asked the participant if they
knew a rail traveler whom would be willing to speak to me, specifying that I needed to
contact females. Many participants were willing to introduce me to their friends, colleagues
and family members.
Two days before the interview I emailed the participant to confirm our meeting and
on the morning of the interview I sent a confirmation text message. As well as increasing the
likelihood that the participant would be present for the interview, it demonstrated that I
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valued their attendance (MacDougall & Fudge, 2001) and indeed, on no occasion did a
participant cancel their interview.
For researcher and participant safety reasons, the interviews were held in public
places, such as cafés, malls or local parks. The interview style began with a short
conversation about couchsurfing.org and their experiences with the website to build rapport.
This format aided the participant’s comfort, as the “first minutes of an interview are
important to establishing good contact between the participant and researcher” (Kvale, 1996
in Hamilton & Bowers, 2006, p. 827). The interview followed a semi-structured format with
the participant often leading the discussion (Minichiello, Aroni, Timewell, & Alexander,
1990). In this way the participant could feel in control of the interview, seeing themselves as
the expert (Bowers, 1989; Palmer & Thompson, 2010). I used a Livescribe EchoTM Smartpen
to record the conversation and to make notes (Schreiner, 2008). The pen is beneficial as its
presence is not as intimidating as a voice recorder, allowing the participants to relax and to
focus on the conversation.
Following the interview, as a form of reciprocity I wrote each respondent a Reference
on their couchsurfing.org Profile. In many instances they wrote a Reference for me,
mentioning the interview which served to further strengthen my “researcher” Profile in the
community.
My familiarity with the website prior to the study was important as I had insight into
the functioning of the community, furthering my ability to recruit a range of participants.
When using social networking sites or discussion forums for recruitment purposes, the
researcher’s familiarity with the website is key for successful participant recruitment.
The benefits and limitations to using couchsurfong.org as a recruitment strategy
Four benefits and four limitations for using couchsurfing.org for recruitment were
identified. Benefits included:
1)
2)
3)
4)

engaging hard to reach populations;
high rate of participation;
limited use of pseudo-names, and
safety for the researcher and participant.

Limitations to using couchsurfing.org included:
1)
2)
3)
4)

the overuse of a website for research;
limited access to lower socioeconomic participants;
the potential for a power imbalance, and
people on couchsurfing.org having different values to the overall
population.

These will be discussed in more detail below.
Benefits
1) Engaging hard to reach populations
When recruiting through the Internet, it is important to identify where the source of
participants will be located and target that website accordingly (Mendelson, 2007). For
example, Levine et al. (2011) wanted to engage youth of color - with HIV prevention
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interventions. They chose the social networking site, MySpace, as it was understood that this
population accessed that website frequently. In another example, Mendelson (2007) aimed to
research women living with the medical condition lupus, and therefore joined discussion
forums specific to that disease. In my case, I aimed to recruit English speaking rail users
whom I could ensure posed no offline threat to me. I also wanted to target a range of ages,
occupations and geographical locations in each city. Using an online strategy for recruitment
allowed me to access a dispersed geographical distribution of members; contact people with a
range of occupations; and, as the website is run in English, ensure participants had a good
level of the language Although young males were typically the quickest to respond, I used
targeted methods through the website to ensure access to the diverse range of participants
needed.
2) High rate of participation
Within couchsurfing.org, I had varying success rates through different recruitment
strategies. My most successful technique for accessing participants was through a public
posting in groups. This was closely followed by snowballing after interviews. Each of the
five recruitment methods within couchsurfing.org were unique in attracting different strata of
participants to the study.
3) Limited use of pseudo-names
The nature of the couchsurfing.org website as a hospitality exchange network with
online and offline aspects means that the system is dissuasive towards people using pseudonames rather than their real name. As a result, the authenticity of the research participant is
likely to be more genuine.
4) Researcher and participant safety
One of the main advantages of using couchsurfing.org over other social networking
sites for participant recruitment was the Profile and Reference system that allowed me to
review participant’s Profiles prior to my meeting them, and vice versa. For my researcher
safety protocol, Profiles were required to be well “filled-out;” to have at least one photograph
and to have at least two positive References and no negative References. When emailing
members directly, I selected Profiles which had been active in the last week due to the higher
likelihood of a reply.
Limitations
1) The overuse of a website for research
Approaching any online or offline community as a researcher must be carried out with
appropriate knowledge of that community. Often, it is necessary for the researcher to
demonstrate a prior understanding of, and experience within that community, demonstrating
to members that they can be trusted. Whilst this paper has documented my positive
methodological experience of recruiting participants using couchsurfing.org, it must be noted
that my previous experience with the community was an asset in gaining participant trust.
Although it was a useful and beneficial method of recruitment for my research, the
researcher’s personal history with the site is an important consideration and we do not
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advocate unfamiliar couchsurfing.org users to conduct research on the website as this may be
viewed in a negative light by the community.
2) Limited access to lower socioeconomic participants
As discussed earlier, in India fewer people from lower socioeconomic backgrounds
have access to the Internet. Subsequently, the use of couchsurfing.org to target some
populations is ineffective. As a result I engaged a private recruitment company to access
participants from this group.
3) Power imbalance
In her study of online to offline trust in couchsurfing.org, Tan (2010) discussed the
potential for a power imbalance in her interviews. This was caused by her relationship as host
interviewing her couchsurfers and subsequent concern that they may feel obliged to
participate. To ameliorate this, she asked them to sign a consent form and explained that they
could end the study early with no ramifications to their accommodation status. Despite these
measures, the fact that participants were staying in her house for free may inadvertently
coerce them into a feeling of reciprocity, making them less likely to terminate the interview.
Like Tan, I used couchsurfing.org to recruit participants but unlike Tan, I met my participants
specifically for the interview, rather than hosting them. This lessened any power imbalance as
our meeting occurred specifically for the interview, making the boundaries of research clearly
delineated. In my email correspondence with participants, and upon meeting them, I was
clear that they were able to terminate the interview at any time and, prior to the interview
they read and signed a consent form. Online and offline interactions with the participant are
therefore important to consider and monitor to ensure no power imbalance in the relationship
occurs.
4) Different values
A bias of using couchsurfing.org for recruitment is that the people who are members
may have different values to other people in that culture. Being a member of
couchsurfing.org requires the individual to be open-minded, prepared to meet strangers in
public, or, even to host strangers in their homes (Tan, 2010). Whilst India’s culture
encourages hospitality (Banerjee, 2008), this does not necessarily extend to hospitality to
strangers from the Internet.
Discussion
This paper has followed an innovative technique of recruiting participants online for
offline interviews. We have explored issues surrounding online recruitment strategies and
built on the existing literature about incorporating researcher and participant safety into the
methodological process. Additionally, we have demonstrated the effectiveness of using
couchsurfing.org in a foreign country as a recruitment channel, particularly with respect to
participant authenticity and accessing hard to reach populations.
This paper has found that the severity of the risk incurred by recruiting online is
affected by the chosen website. For example, the Reference system on couchsurfing.org
means members are more likely to portray themselves honestly (Tan, 2010), whereas
members of chat rooms, World of Warcraft or eHarmony have less reason to (Albrechtslund,
2011; Elliott, 2013; Pujazon-Zazik et al., 2012). Choosing the appropriate website for
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recruitment is therefore important, and couchsurfing.org proved ideal in providing accurately
represented members.
With regards to researcher safety, recruitment online for offline interviews may be
advantageous over more traditional forms of recruitment such as an advertisement or by
electronic media or flyer, especially when conducting research in large urban areas in a
foreign country. On couchsurfing.org I was able to target rail users and to screen potential
participants prior to face-to-face contact, something that may not be possible through
customary means. Whilst these safety and Reference safeguards are already a popular feature
of user retail websites such as Amazon.com and EBay (Gilliland & Rudd, 2012), these safety
benefits may also be a future consideration for websites where there is an online to offline
component such as gumtree.com, craigslist.org and dating websites, where current safeguards
can easily be bypassed (Pujazon-Zazik et al., 2012, p. 520). Couchsurfing.org provided a new
format for participant recruitment in which trust could be negotiated, researcher and
participant safety ensured, and language barrier concerns annulled prior to meeting offline.
Whilst this paper relates specifically to a study conducted in India by an Australian
researcher, there is scope for this method to inform a diverse range of research in different
countries and in various fields, especially where the researcher is entering an unfamiliar
environment. Although we have specifically focused on the benefits of recruitment through
couchsurfing.org, further studies could examine the benefits of other social networking sites
for recruitment.
References
Adamic, L., Lauterbach, D., Teng, C.-Y., & Ackerman, M. (2011). Rating friends without
making enemies. Paper presented at the Fifth International AAAI Conference on
Weblogs and Social Media, Barcelona, Spain.
Ahmad, A. (2011). Rising of social network websites in India overview. International
Journal of Computer Science and Network Security, 11(2), 155-158.
Albrechtslund, A.-M. (2011). Online identity crisis: Real ID on the World of Warcraft
forums. First Monday, 16(7).
Andrews, D., Nonnecke, B., & Preece, J. (2003). Electronic survey methodology: A case
study in reaching hard-to-involve internet users. International Journal of HumanComputer Interaction, 16(2), 185-210.
Arcury, T., & Quandt, S. (1999). Participant recruitment for qualitative research: A site-based
approach to community research in complex societies. Human Organization, 58(2),
128-133.
Banerjee, S. (2008). Dimensions of Indian culture, core cultural values and marketing
implications. An analysis. Cross Cultural Management: An International Journal,
15(4), 367-378.
Bateson, D., Weisberg, E., McCaffery, K., & Luscombe, G. (2012). When online becomes
offline: attitudes to safer sex practices in older and younger women using an
Australian internet dating service. Sexual Health, 9(2), 152-159.
Baum, F. (1998). The new public health: An Australian perspective. Melbourne, Australia:
Oxford University Press.
Belousov, K., Horlick-Jones, T., Bloor, M., Gilinskiy, Y., Golbert, V., Kostikovsky, Y., . . .
Pentsov, D. (2007). Any port in a storm: Fieldwork difficulties in dangerous and
crisis-ridden settings. Qualitative Research, 7(2), 155-175.
Bowers, B. (1989). Grounded theory: From conceptualization to research process. In B.
Sarter (Ed.), Paths to knowledge: Innovative research methods for nursing (pp. 3358). New York, NY: National League of Nursing.

Lily Hirsch, Kirrilly Thompson, and Danielle Every

11

Brownlow, C., & O'Dell, L. (2010). Ethical issues for qualitative research on on-line
communities. Disability & Society, 17(6), 685-694.
Couch, D., & Liamputtong, P. (2008). Online dating and mating: The use of the Internet to
meet sexual partners. Qualitative Health Research, 18(2), 268-279.
CouchSurfing. (2012). Statistics. Retrieved from http://www.couchsurfing.org/statistics
CouchSurfing.
(2013).
About
Couchsurfing.
Retrieved
from
http://www.couchsurfing.org/about
Elliott, D. (2013). The real name requirement and ethics of online identity. In B. Beasley &
M. Haney (Eds.), Social media and the value of truth (pp. 17-26). Lanham, MD:
Lexington Books.
Feng, J., Lazar, J., & Preece, J. (2004). Empathy and online interpersonal trust: A fragile
relationship. Behavior and Information Technology, 23(2), 97-106.
Gilliland, D., & Rudd, J. (2012). Control of electronic channel affiliates: An exploratory
study and research propositions. Journal of Business Research, 66(12), 2650- 2656.
Goel, D., Subramanyam, A., & Kamath, R. (2013). A study on the prevalence of internet
addiction and its association with psychopathology in Indian adolescents. Indian
Journal of Psychiatry, 55(2), 140-143.
Grieve, R., Indian, M., Witteveen, K., Tolan, G., & Marrington, J. (2013). Face-to-face or
Facebook: Can social connectedness be derived online? Computers in Human
Behaviour, 29(3), 604-609.
Gurney, J. (1985). Not one of the guys: The female researcher in a male-dominated setting.
Qualitative Sociology, 8(1), 42-62.
Hamilton, R., & Bowers, B. (2006). Internet recruitment and e-mail interviews in qualitative
studies Qualitative Health Research, 16(6), 821-835.
Haseloff, A. (2005). Cybercafes and their potential as community development tools in India.
The Journal of Community Informatics, 1(3), 53-65.
Heesakkers, P. (2008). Participate in creating a better world, one couch at a time: An
explorative study on the phenomenon of Couchsurfing. (PhD), NHTV Breda
University of Applied Sciences.
Kang, R., Brown, S., & Kiesler, S. (2013). Why do people seek anonymity on the internet?
Informing policy and design. Paper presented at the SIGCHI Conference on Human
Factors in Computing Systems, ACM, New York, NY.
Kehoe, C., & Pitkow, J. (1996). Surveying the territory: GVU's five www user surveys. The
World Wide Web Journal, 1(3), 77-84.
Kvale, S. (1996). Inter views: An introduction to qualitative research interviewing. Thousand
Oaks, CA: Sage.
Lauterbach, D., Truong, H., Shah, T., Adamic, L., & Arbor, A. (2009). Surfing a web of trust:
Reputation and reciprocity on CouchSurfing.com. Paper presented at the IEEE
International Conference on Computational Science and Engineering, Vancouver, BC.
Lenert, L., & Skoczen, S. (2002). The Internet as a research tool: Worth the price of
admission? Annals of Behavioral Medicine, 24(4), 251-256.
Levine, D., Madsen, A., Wright, E., Barar, R., Santelli, J., & Bull, S. (2011). Formative
research on MySpace: Online methods to engage hard-to-reach populations. Journal
of Health Communication: International Perspectives, 16(4), 448-454.
MacDougall, C., & Fudge, E. (2001). Planning and recruiting the sample for focus groups
and in-depth interviews. Qualitative Health Research, 11(1), 117-126.
McLean, C., & Campbell, C. (2003). Locating research informants in a multi-ethnic
community: ethnic identities, social networks and recruitment methods. Ethnicity and
Health, 8(1), 41-61.

12

The Qualitative Report 2014

Mendelson, C. (2007). Recruiting participants for research from online communities. CIN:
Computers, Informatics, Nursing, 25(6), 317-323.
Minichiello, V., Aroni, R., Timewell, E., & Alexander, L. (1990). In-depth interviewing:
Researching people. Melbourne, Australia: Longman Cheshire.
Miniwatts Marketing Group. (2013). Internet world stats: Usage and population statistics.
Retrieved from http://www.internetworldstats.com/
Moloney, M., Dietrich, A., Strickland, O., & Myerburg, S. (2003). Using internet discussion
boards as virtual focus groups. Advances in Nursing Science, 26(4), 274-286.
Palmer, C., & Thompson, K. (2010). Everyday risks and professional dilemmas: Fieldwork
with alcohol-based (sporting) subcultures. Qualitative Research, 10(4), 421-440.
Paterson, B., Gregory, D., & Thorne, S. (1999). A protocol for researcher safety. Qualitative
Health Research, 9(2), 259-269.
Prabhakar, B. (6-5-2012). Couch surfing: How the almost free travel bug really works, The
Economic Times.
Pujazon-Zazik, M., Manasse, S., & Orrell-Valente, J. (2012). Adolescents' self-presentation
on a teen dating web site: A risk-content analysis. Journal of Adolescent Health,
50(5), 517-520.
Ramo, D., Hall, S., & Prochaska, J. (2010). Reaching young adult smokers through the
Internet: Comparison of three recruitment mechanisms. Nicotine & Tobacco
Research, 12(7), 768-775.
Rosen, D., & Lafontaine, P. R. (2011). CouchSurfing: Belonging and trust in a globally
cooperative online social network. New Media & Society, 13(6), 981-998.
Sadler, G., Lee, H.-C., Lim, R., & Fullerton, J. (2010). Recruitment of hard-to-reach
population subgroups via adaptions of the snowball sampling strategy. Nursing and
Health Sciences, 12(3), 369-374.
Sahib, P. R., Koning, R., & van Witteloostuijn, A. (2006). Putting your best cyber identity
forward: An analysis of 'success stories' from a Russian internet marriage agency.
International Sociology, 21(1), 61-82.
Schreiner, K. (2008). Uniting the paper and digital worlds. IEEE computer graphics and
applications, 28(6), 6-10.
Smith, C. (1997). Casting the net: Surveying an internet population. Journal of ComputerMediated Communication, 3(1).
Spradley, J., & McCurdy, D. (1972). The cultural experience: Ethnography in complex
society. Prospect Heights, IL: Waveland Press.
Sturges, J., & Hanrahan, K. (2004). Comparing telephone and face-to-face qualitative
interviewing: A research note. Qualitative Research, 4(1), 107-118.
Tan, J.-E. (2010). The leap of faith from online to offline: An exploratory study of
Couchsurfing.com. Trust and Trust-worthy Computing, 367-380.
Temple, E., & Brown, R. (2011). A comparison of internet-based participant recruitment
methods: Engaging the hidden population of Cannabia users in research. Journal of
Research Practice, 7(2), D2.
Vaidyanathan, R. (3-1-2012). Is 2012 the year for India's internet?, BBC News.
Wood, R., Griffiths, M., & Eatough, V. (2004). Online data collection from video game
players: Methodological issues. CyberPsychology & Behaviour, 7(5), 511-518.
Yun, G., & Trumbo, C. (2000). Comparative response to a survey executed by post, e-mail,
& web form. Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication, 6(1).

Lily Hirsch, Kirrilly Thompson, and Danielle Every

13

Author Note
Lily Hirsch is the corresponding author for this article. She can be contacted at
lily.hirsch@cqumail.com. With a background in social sciences and anthropology, Lily is
investigating the social psychological issues in rail transport surrounding train and platform
crowding in Australia and India. Her interests lie in the methodological processes of
recruiting participants, particularly in unfamiliar environments and using innovative methods.
Additionally, she is looking at the effect of carriage design and carriage color on passenger
behavior, the flow of crowds within the carriage space and processes surrounding learned
tolerance to crowding.
Kirrilly Thompson is a cultural anthropologist with varied research experience and
interests. As well as working in ethnography and applied psychology she has experience in
human-animal interaction and human factors. She can be contacted at
kirrilly.thompson@cqu.edu.au.
Danielle Every is a social psychologist in the areas of social change, social inclusion
and social justice. She specializes in research on the language of advocacy and anti-racism,
the social impacts of immigration, and work, education and health for refugees and asylum
seekers. She can be contacted at danielle.every@cqu.edu.au.
This work was supported by the CRC for Rail Innovation (established and supported
under the Australian Government’s Cooperative Research Centres program). The project was
[r2.104].
Copyright 2014: Lily Hirsch, Kirrilly Thompson, Danielle Every, and Nova
Southeastern University.
Article Citation
Hirsch, L., Thompson, K., & Every, D. (2014). From computer to commuter: considerations
for the use of social networking sites for participant recruitment. The Qualitative
Report,
19(How
To
Article
2),
1-13.
Retrieved
from
http://www.nova.edu/ssss/QR/QR19/hirsch2.pdf

